Background {#Sec1}
==========

Despite considerable progress towards Millennium Development Goal IV, children under five still die in large numbers \[[@CR1]\]. The Global Burden of Disease study estimated that in 2015 5.8 million deaths occurred in this age group \[[@CR2]\]. Improving quality of care in child health services will be essential for further substantial reductions in under-five child mortality, now included in Sustainable Development Goal III \[[@CR3]--[@CR5]\]. In this regard, outpatient care is particularly important, as it often constitutes the first point of contact between the sick child and the health system \[[@CR4]--[@CR7]\]. Some 10--30% of these children may need hospital admission during the course of their illness, thus good service provision is essential in the outpatient setting \[[@CR5], [@CR7], [@CR8]\].

In the 1990s, WHO and UNICEF developed the Integrated Management of Childhood Illness (IMCI) strategy to improve quality of child health care and reduce under-five mortality \[[@CR5]--[@CR7]\]. It has now been introduced into the health systems of over 100 countries \[[@CR5], [@CR9]\]. Initial evaluations, conducted in IMCI study areas in Bangladesh, Brazil, South Africa, Tanzania and Uganda, demonstrated improvement in the provision of child care \[[@CR10]--[@CR17]\]. Later on several studies at the local, district and regional level in sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and South America provided mixed results concerning the effects on child health and health workers' performance \[[@CR17]--[@CR30]\]. One major concern emerging from these studies was that health workers often would not adhere to the IMCI guidelines \[[@CR21]--[@CR24], [@CR27], [@CR31]--[@CR35]\].

Adherence to guidelines and algorithms is a complex process. It is influenced by contextual factors that may affect the health workers' extrinsic and intrinsic capacity and/or motivation to adhere to these guidelines \[[@CR35]\]. Up till now, little is known about adherence to these guidelines at the national level in sub-Saharan African countries, despite these countries being among the first that introduced IMCI into their national health systems \[[@CR5], [@CR7]\]. Therefore, we analysed the situation in Namibia, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda which adopted the IMCI policy between 1996 and 2000. For the purpose of this study, we analysed representative data from the national Service Provision Assessment (SPA) surveys conducted between 2006 and 2010, on average 10 years after the introduction of IMCI into the respective country \[[@CR36]--[@CR39]\].

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Selection of IMCI countries {#Sec3}
---------------------------

We selected the four Low-and-Middle-Income (LMIC) countries from sub-Saharan Africa because their IMCI programmes were already well established at the time of the national SPA survey and the survey data were accessible for secondary analysis. Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda were quite comparable with regards to their health systems and population structure, whereas Namibia fared much better than these three countries with regards to skilled attendance at birth, mortality rates, numbers of health workers and health expenditure (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}) \[[@CR36]--[@CR43]\]. At the time of the SPA surveys IMCI was used in between 60 to 100% of all districts in these countries (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}).Table 1Background information on the survey countries (corresponding to survey year) \[[@CR36]--[@CR43]\]NamibiaKenyaTanzaniaUgandaHuman development index120143159154Country size (km^2^)824,116580,367945,087241,040Population (million)2.240.938.528.8Children \< 5 years (million)0.2796.6646.9536.028Annual births (×1000)59153014081468Skilled birth attendance (%)81424339Neonatal mortality rate (/1000)19274332Under-five mortality rate (/1000)4885118130Maternal mortality ratio (/100,000)180360790430Physicians per population (/10,000)3.391.70.731.04Total number of health workers660080,46447,00027,487Health expenditure/capita (USD)4677229135Number of hospitals/health centres/dispensaries46/49/351450/860/4882219/481/4679119/164/2717Start of IMCI (year)1999200019961996IMCI coverage in districts (%)60 (20/34)75 (56/75)100 (all)100 (all)SPA survey (year)2009201020062007Number of hospitals/health centres/dispensaries in survey45/47/319253/153/297128/41/442119/81/291*IMCI* Integrated management of childhood illness, *SPA* Service provision assessment, *USD* US dollars

Data collection {#Sec4}
---------------

Macro International ([www.dhsprogram.com](http://www.dhsprogram.com)), in partnership with the respective ministries of health, conducted the SPA surveys. They employed similar data collection tools across the countries \[[@CR36]--[@CR39]\]. SPA surveys are facility-based and cross-sectional. They collect information about the service provision of facilities associated with maternal, neonatal, child, and reproductive health services as well as certain infectious diseases programs (sexually transmitted infections, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria).

The sampling process has been described in detail elsewhere \[[@CR36]--[@CR39]\]. In short, the ministry of health provided a list of all health facilities in the country. A representative sample (\~ 10--15%) was selected from this list, including all hospitals down to the district hospital level, which resulted in an oversampling of these institutions. The remaining institutions (health centres, dispensaries) were sampled in such a way as to represent different providers and regions of each country. In Namibia all 446 health facilities were included on purpose, although only 411 could be surveyed (92%) (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}).

At the selected facilities, only health care providers were included who were present on the day of the survey and had examined and/or provided care to the patients. A maximum of eight providers were selected per institution. The selection of children (and their caretakers) was opportunistic, meaning that they were selected as they came in without any recruitment screening or randomisation. As per study protocol, five patients were to be sampled per provider.

Data selection {#Sec5}
--------------

As dependent variables, we analysed rates of directly observed adherence to IMCI guidelines by health staff focussing on the main diagnostic components in the IMCI algorithms (treatment and other items will be analysed in a separate paper) \[[@CR44]\]. These components were (1) the three IMCI danger signs of 'inability to eat/drink', 'vomiting everything', and 'history of febrile convulsions' as single items and in combination (data on being lethargic, unconscious or convulsing at presentation were not recorded); (2) the three IMCI main symptoms of 'cough/difficult breathing', 'diarrhoea', and 'fever' as single items and in combination; and (3) basic elements of physical examination (measuring temperature and/or feeling for fever, counting respiration rate and/or chest auscultation, and assessing dehydration), all among children aged 2 months or older. Infants younger than 2 months were excluded from the analyses as they were not covered by the main IMCI system, but rather by a separate neonatal IMCI tool which was not part of the surveys \[[@CR36]--[@CR39], [@CR44]\]. In addition, the time the health staff spent on covering all parts of the IMCI algorithm (assessment, classification, treatment, vaccination, nutrition counselling, caregiver instruction) was retrieved from the data base. The survey observers did not play any part in the consultation process and did not assess whether the diagnosis or treatment was appropriate for the patient.

Independent variables for comparison included the survey country, patient's age (younger vs. older than 24 months), the different levels of the national health system (hospital, health centre, dispensary), and the training level of the health care provider (physician, non-physician clinician (NPC) (defined as those who have fewer clinical skills than physicians but more than nurses/midwives) \[[@CR45]\], nurse-midwife, auxiliary staff (e.g. auxiliary nurse, medical attendant, pharmacist, pharmaceutical technician/assistant, laboratory technologist/technician/assistant, nutritionist/nutrition technician, health education officer)). We further divided the health workers into three different groups according to recent (within the last 12 months), more distant (preceding 13--36 months) or no re-training in IMCI.

To achieve comparability across the different countries, we re-grouped the three levels of the health system in Namibia, Kenya and Uganda into hospital, health centre, and dispensary categories. Health care providers were also grouped into the same categories (in all countries). Details of this process are available on request.

Statistical analysis {#Sec6}
--------------------

Frequencies and rates (median, interquartile range (IQR)) were computed for the respective categories at country, child's age, health system, provider, and IMCI re-training levels. We used IBM^®^ SPSS^®^ Statistics version 24 for all analyses.

Ethical clearance {#Sec7}
-----------------

Macro International as the copyright holder granted the authors unrestricted access to all survey data, which were completely anonymised, for this secondary analysis after submission of the research proposal. For such an analysis, no approval of an ethical committee is required according to the Good Practice of Secondary Data Analysis, a national guideline for the use of epidemiologic databases in Germany, which was fully adhered to \[[@CR46]\].

The surveys themselves had been initiated, planned and approved by the respective Ministry of Health. During the actual surveys, parents and health staff had given informed written consent to direct observation of the assessment process \[[@CR36]--[@CR39]\].

Results {#Sec8}
=======

In the four surveys, 7304 sick child assessments (Namibia: 1578; Kenya: 2049; Tanzania: 2565; Uganda: 1578) were observed; these also included children younger than 2 months. As mentioned earlier, those younger than 2 months were excluded from the analysis. Thus 6856 children with a slight male preponderance, aged 2--73 months (2--24 months: 65.3%), were assessed during the surveys (Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}).Table 2Demographic characteristics of survey participantsNamibia (*n* = 1495)Kenya (*n* = 1890)Tanzania (*n* = 2469)Uganda (*n* = 1002)Sex - Male (%)53.552.352.151.2 - Female (%)46.547.747.948.8Age (months) - Median19181615 - Interquartile range10--3310--329--309--28 - 2-24 months (%)60.964.767.268.2

Across the countries, a total of 2006 health service providers of all cadres were observed during their consultations (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}). The vast majority of patients were seen by NPCs (Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda) and nurses/midwives (especially in Namibia). The IMCI re-training status was known in only 62% of the health workers. The re-training level varied between the countries with Namibia and Kenya performing worst, and among the different provider strata with good coverage for physicians and NPCs in Tanzania and Uganda, but considerably less coverage for nurses/midwives in these two countries (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}).Table 3Number of service providers (n), patient assessments per provider (n) and providers' re-training status in IMCI (percentage)NamibiaKenyaTanzaniaUgandaPhysicians - all (n)19404618 Number of assessed patients (n) (total/median/IQR)54/2/1--589/2/1--3.75157/4/2--541/2/1--3Physicians (with data on IMCI training available) (n)9361211 IMCI training last 12 months (%)44.5313345 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)11225955 No IMCI training (%)44.54780Non-physician clinician -- all (n)3315414183 Number of assessed patients (n) (total/median/IQR)8/2/1--5987/3/2--41697/5/3.75--5617/3/2--5Non-physician clinician (with data on IMCI training available) (n)2304203123 IMCI training last 12 months (%)50153732 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)0184149 No IMCI training (%)50672219Nurse-midwife -- all (n)418245151135 Number of assessed patients (n) (total/median/IQR)1433/4/2--5758/3/2--5610/5/4--5338/2/1--4Nurse-midwife (with data on IMCI training available) (n)1742415270 IMCI training last 12 months (%)24141530 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)24193929 No IMCI training (%)52674641Auxiliary staff^a^ - all (n)--1513 Number of assessed patients (n) (total/median/IQR)--56/4/2--55/5/5--56/2/2--2Auxiliary staff^a^ (with data on IMCI training available) (n)--500 IMCI training last 12 months (%)--0---- IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)--0---- No IMCI training (%)--100----*IMCI* Integrated management of childhood illness, *IQR* interquartile range^a^this category did not exist in Namibia

Separate assessment rates for the IMCI danger sign 'inability to eat/drink' ranged from 34 to 66%, for the danger sign 'vomiting everything' from 50 to 66%, and for the danger sign 'febrile convulsions' from 17 to 40%. Combined assessment rates for all three IMCI danger signs were less than 33% (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). Uganda yielded the best results.Table 4Adherence (percentage) of health workers to IMCI protocols during assessment of danger signs and main symptomsIMCI itemChild's ageHealth system levelHealth staff categoryInability to eat/drinkOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth centreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff^a^ Namibia43.147.336.741.448.542.237.075.043.2-- Kenya42.947.135.442.643.043.340.943.943.817.9 Tanzania34.238.725.139.243.730.530.136.628.480.0 Uganda66.069.059.669.265.155.577.572.353.366.7Vomiting everythingOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth centreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia49.951.946.847.151.549.840.750.050.2-- Kenya52.953.452.055.951.349.155.155.950.528.6 Tanzania58.659.856.267.452.454.952.663.446.780.0 Uganda65.668.160.370.461.853.580.072.251.583.3Febrile convulsionsOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia18.118.217.916.116.118.613.037.518.2-- Kenya17.417.816.717.516.617.923.918.116.91.8 Tanzania26.026.624.731.119.924.117.829.617.680.0 Uganda39.741.635.746.034.025.245.047.524.950.0All danger signsOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia10.812.08.912.59.611.07.425.010.8-- Kenya10.611.88.510.212.110.416.910.810.31.8 Tanzania13.615.110.417.59.912.07.015.88.760.0 Uganda31.333.227.335.927.220.941.837.418.933.3Cough/difficult breathingOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia90.589.991.490.892.990.092.687.590.4-- Kenya82.083.180.084.179.980.086.584.678.576.8 Tanzania80.681.279.384.774.379.279.683.074.440.0 Uganda87.587.487.787.986.388.090.288.884.5100DiarrhoeaOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia58.662.952.054.066.457.440.762.559.3-- Kenya45.047.839.966.855.061.947.248.541.132.1 Tanzania62.965.856.946.943.742.859.064.459.760.0 Uganda66.871.756.469.765.258.667.569.860.5100FeverOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia87.785.990.591.988.987.190.685.787.6-- Kenya87.487.087.587.588.186.892.187.388.469.6 Tanzania90.490.789.891.286.990.481.991.390.280.0 Uganda92.292.691.292.992.089.995.193.090.2100All main symptomsOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia47.849.844.548.355.446.138.950.048.1-- Kenya33.935.730.635.832.531.839.337.629.421.4 Tanzania49.651.944.953.039.349.240.151.846.140.0 Uganda56.761.147.358.456.051.358.559.650.3100*IMCI* Integrated management of childhood illness, *NPC* non-physician clinician^a^this category did not exist in Namibia

Single assessment of the three main IMCI symptoms was better than for the danger signs. The main symptoms 'cough/difficult breathing' and 'fever' were assessed in more than 81% of patients in all countries. The assessment rate of 'diarrhoea' was considerably lower (\< 70%). Combined assessment rates for the three IMCI main symptoms were better than for the danger signs, but still lower than 60% (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). Again, Uganda achieved the best results, only surpassed by Namibia for the main symptom 'cough/difficult breathing'.

There was wide variation in the physical examination rates for fever (temperature/feeling for fever), pneumonia (respiration rate/auscultation) and diarrhoea (dehydration), as can be seen in Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}. These rates were highest for disease-specific elements of physical examination, such as respiration rate/auscultation for pneumonia and dehydration status for diarrhoea (Table [6](#Tab6){ref-type="table"}).Table 5Adherence (percentage) of health workers to IMCI protocols during physical examinationIMCI itemChild's ageHealth system levelHealth staff categoryFeverOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff^a^ Namibia96.796.796.796.697.596.685.210097.1-- Kenya86.586.885.887.784.086.195.587.286.360.7 Tanzania73.373.572.870.068.175.664.375.270.280.0 Uganda89.890.887.891.987.286.197.691.286.483.3PneumoniaOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia42.544.140.129.940.843.846.325.042.5-- Kenya24.025.022.223.927.321.943.826.420.21.8 Tanzania24.625.822.129.927.721.422.328.514.420.0 Uganda19.520.417.620.720.019.519.521.915.40.0DiarrhoeaOverall≤ 24 months\> 24 monthsHospitalHealth CentreDispensaryPhysicianNPCNurse-midwifeAuxiliary staff Namibia29.436.019.132.228.929.340.737.528.9-- Kenya19.421.715.220.421.016.732.620.617.53.6 Tanzania20.323.414.024.320.918.210.323.713.60.0 Uganda39.142.731.347.132.419.545.046.425.716.7*IMCI* Integrated management of childhood illness, *NPC* non-physician clinician^a^this category did not exist in Namibia Table 6Adherence (percentage) of health workers to clinical assessment in pneumonia and diarrhoeaCounting respiration rate/auscultation in all childrenCounting respiration rate/ auscultation only in pneumonia patientsDehydration assessment in all childrenDehydration assessment only in diarrhoea patients%% (n)%% (n)Namibia (*n* = 1495)42.592.2 (128)29.461.5 (325)Kenya (*n* = 1890)24.087.8 (254)19.441.9 (277)Tanzania (*n* = 2469)24.682.1 (446)20.342.2 (346)Uganda (*n* = 1002)19.580.6 (124)39.162.1 (201)

Assessment rates of the IMCI danger signs and main symptoms tended to be higher for children younger than 24 months, at hospitals and when performed by higher-qualified staff (physician/NPC) (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). However, this was not a consistent finding in all countries. Interestingly, NPCs performed better than physicians in many of the assessments. Physical examination rates of diarrhoea exhibited a similar pattern, whereas the examination of pneumonia and fever was better when performed by higher-qualified staff irrespective of the child's age (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}).

In general, health service providers with recent re-training in IMCI (mostly past 12 months; in some categories also past 13 to 36 months) performed better than those without re-training or unknown re-training status. This was a consistent finding in all countries (Table [7](#Tab7){ref-type="table"}). Marked differences were observed for the combined IMCI danger signs and pneumonia assessment. But even then adherence rates were often very low (especially for danger signs, diarrhoea assessment), leaving considerable room for improvement also among health workers with re-training.Table 7Adherence (percentage) of staff to the IMCI assessment algorithm in relation to IMCI re-training statusNamibiaKenyaTanzaniaUgandaNumber of staff with known IMCI training status (n)185586267204Number of staff with unknown IMCI training status (n)25529345135Children assessed by staff with known IMCI training status (n)62118091124635Children assessed by staff with unknown IMCI training status (n)878811345367IMCI danger signs combined IMCI training last 12 months (%)24.821.125.132.1 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)14.612.319.832.1 No IMCI training (%)8.48.410.324.1 IMCI training status unknown (%)8.52.58.833.8IMCI main symptoms combined IMCI training last 12 months (%)55.442.555.649.7 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)53.533.958.853.4 No IMCI training (%)42.532.341.557.5 IMCI training status unknown (%)47.429.646.562.4Fever IMCI training last 12 months (%)97.589.476.292.7 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)97.286.174.686.9 No IMCI training (%)96.386.271.090.9 IMCI training status unknown (%)96.781.472.589.9Pneumonia IMCI training last 12 months (%)61.136.742.633.2 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)66.728.531.916.0 No IMCI training (%)38.120.918.413.8 IMCI training status unknown (%)36.811.118.317.4Diarrhoea IMCI training last 12 months (%)33.923.425.540.2 IMCI training last 13--36 months (%)26.424.523.144.4 No IMCI training (%)28.117.619.134.1 IMCI training status unknown (%)29.513.618.237.0*IMCI* Integrated management of childhood illness

In all countries, less than 5% of children received a complete/near-complete assessment (11 or 10 items). Health workers in Uganda performed best (median 7 items per child (IQR 5--8)), with Namibia being second (median 6 items per child (IQR 4--7)), whereas in Kenya and Tanzania health workers achieved a median assessment rate of 5 items (IQR 4--7 and 3--7, respectively) per child only. In 55 children, not a single assessment item was performed. In Kenya, physicians performed more items during their assessment than the other health worker groups, whereas in Uganda physicians and NPCs performed better. In Namibia and Tanzania no differences between the health worker cadres were seen.

The median time for conducting the IMCI algorithm was 12 min (IQR 8--28) in Namibia, 9 min (IQR 5--25) in Kenya, 9 min (IQR 5--15) in Tanzania, and 7 min (IQR 5--13) in Uganda. The health workers completed 90% of all assessments within 56 min in Namibia, 80 min in Kenya, 55 min in Tanzania, and 50 min in Uganda.

Discussion {#Sec9}
==========

To the best of our knowledge, our study provides the first analysis of *national* adherence rates to IMCI protocols in LMICs. Despite nationwide training in and expansion of IMCI to the majority of or all districts in the four countries, the adherence rates for assessment of danger signs, main symptoms and for physical examination remained low. The analysis revealed large differences between the countries, with Uganda performing best in the assessment of danger signs, main symptoms and the examination for diarrhoea. Namibia fared best in the examination of fever and pneumonia. Differences in IMCI coverage or time since introduction cannot explain these inter-country differences fully as these factors were comparable across the countries.

Especially when looking at the combined assessment rates of IMCI danger signs and main symptoms, which form the basis for the next steps in the algorithm, health staff did not perform well. In some cases, adherence was better in children ≤ 24 months, at hospitals and health centres, and when performed by higher-qualified staff (physicians/NPCs), but results varied considerably between and within countries. Recent (\< 12 months) re-training in IMCI seemed to have a positive effect on adherence rates, but there was still ample room for improvement.

In comparison to our results, studies in IMCI intervention areas, especially from the early period, yielded considerably better results, sometimes reporting adherence rates of more than 90% \[[@CR10]--[@CR16], [@CR18]\]. Typically, these were controlled studies with large numbers of patients and health care providers, performed at a sub-national level (region or district), often with staff specifically trained in IMCI and regularly supervised. The Tanzanian studies showed adherence rates of 95%, especially in the domains of checking for danger signs and physical examination \[[@CR13], [@CR14]\]. The studies from Bangladesh showed considerably higher assessment rates for danger signs and main symptoms (\> 80%) \[[@CR10], [@CR11]\]. Similar results were observed in studies from South Africa, Brazil, Peru and Morocco, but not in Uganda \[[@CR12], [@CR16]--[@CR18], [@CR20]\].

Later on, most studies were performed with varying cadres of health workers and typically fewer patients at sub-national levels (region, district or local community) in sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and South America. Adherence to the different parts of the IMCI algorithm showed a large variance, with percentages ranging from almost zero to close to 100%, with better adherence often during the assessment of danger signs \[[@CR21]--[@CR31], [@CR47]--[@CR50]\]. Most studies did not find a significant difference in performance between health workers who were trained in long- (11 days) or short-lasting (5--7 days) IMCI courses \[[@CR50]--[@CR54]\]. Some authors noted a decline in performance and adherence rates depending on the time since the last IMCI (re-) training \[[@CR27], [@CR47], [@CR55]\], whereas others could not confirm these results \[[@CR53], [@CR56]\]. Although our data were collected on a cross-sectional basis, they still indicate that with less frequent or no IMCI re-training health workers showed reduced adherence rates. However, lack of any pre-service or in-service training was consistently identified as a risk factor for poor adherence \[[@CR10], [@CR11], [@CR13]--[@CR16]\].

Only a few studies examined the effect of health workers' medical qualifications on adherence rates. In our study, physicians and/or NPCs performed better. In other studies, very often NPCs and other health cadres (e.g. nurses, midwives, auxiliary staff) were more frequently trained in IMCI and performed better than physicians \[[@CR31], [@CR51], [@CR57]\]. This is an important finding as these cadres conduct the majority of patient assessments, especially in lower-level health institutions and rural areas.

Contrary to the intention of the IMCI system and not reported hitherto, outpatient departments at hospitals performed better than health centres and dispensaries which are both the intended main target institutions for IMCI implementation. This implies that more efforts have to be directed towards improving the quality of care at these lower-level institutions.

Differing adherence rates according to the age of the child, mainly in favour of the children ≤ 24 months (especially for the assessment of the danger sign of 'inability to drink' and main symptom of 'diarrhoea'), have not been reported yet. As an indirect hint towards age preferences, one other study from Tanzania demonstrated that more time was spent on the assessment of children less than 5 years compared to older children \[[@CR58]\]. One may speculate that health workers feel more responsible for younger than for older children or that they assume that the younger age group may be more vulnerable and thus deserving of closer assessment, but this assumption would have to be proven in a qualitative prospective study.

In addition, studies from Brazil \[[@CR59]\] and other countries \[[@CR29], [@CR58]\] have revealed that frequently health workers did not have the time to perform complete assessments due to the high numbers of patients and the overall work load. In our study, health workers used a median duration of 7--12 min per patient which is comparable to the literature \[[@CR29], [@CR58], [@CR59]\]. However, at least 10% of the examinations lasted more than 50 min during the surveys which would be far too long for a routine assessment, especially in situations of high patient numbers. Looking at these data, it seems reasonable to assume that the complex IMCI algorithm needs at least the same amount of time as other assessment approaches, but in some instances may require too many resources. This could explain why health workers in this study did not perform all assessment items in the majority of patients \[[@CR59]\].

Due to the nature of the survey data, this analysis was only able to provide quantitative data on adherence rates in the four countries. Lange et al. studied qualitative reasons for poor adherence to the IMCI protocols in Tanzania \[[@CR35]\]. They found that health workers were often not convinced that IMCI in itself was a valuable approach, sometimes they had a low intrinsic motivation to follow the protocols or lacked the capacity to apply their knowledge to the respective patient ("know-do gap"), or resorted to simple approaches as a rule of thumb. Lack of re-training, poor remuneration, and the overall poor state of the health system seemed to play a role too, which was also reported in other studies \[[@CR21], [@CR22], [@CR32]\].

In light of our findings and the literature, poor/low adherence may be one important reason for not achieving the goal of substantially lowering child mortality in LMICs after introduction of IMCI. A recent meta-analysis, based on studies from Tanzania, India and Bangladesh, revealed that instead of an anticipated 50% reduction of under-five mortality, IMCI may have reduced mortality by only 15% \[[@CR11], [@CR14], [@CR60]--[@CR62]\]. Only one study from Egypt found a marked acceleration in the annual reduction of under-five mortality after the introduction of IMCI into the national health system \[[@CR63]\]. Other factors include the lack of sufficient numbers of health workers, lack of IMCI-trained staff, high staff turnover, lack of political support and sufficient investment in the health system, and poor implementation of the community component of IMCI in most LMICs \[[@CR5], [@CR7], [@CR18], [@CR34], [@CR64]--[@CR66]\].

Strengths and limitations {#Sec10}
-------------------------

The strengths of the surveys and this analysis include the *representative* national samples from four countries with large numbers of participating health institutions, health workers and patients. The surveys utilised a standardised data collection tool which was comparable across time periods and countries and aligned with the IMCI algorithm, and which covered all levels of the health system and all qualification levels of health workers. Thus the results can be considered to be more representative than other studies which were conducted on a smaller and more selective scale. Furthermore, we believe that these results are closer to the reality than data from intervention studies where special emphasis was placed on IMCI training, performance and supervision.

The limitations of the surveys were the non-randomised approach to the selection of the health workers and the patients and the lack of assessment of the appropriateness of diagnosis and treatment. Still the large numbers of participants and health workers should minimise these limitations. Furthermore, in some countries the data were collected several years ago. Typically it takes a long time (and human and financial resources) to prepare these surveys, to collect the data and to analyse them. Thus, prolonged periods elapse between the surveys in most of the countries. Finally, direct observation may have contributed to increased rates of adherence, but if so, then true adherence rates would be even lower than reported here. Despite these constraints, this analysis provides important insights into the patterns of adherence to IMCI protocols across several sub-Saharan African countries.

Conclusion {#Sec11}
==========

Despite nationwide training in IMCI the adherence rates for assessment and physical examination remained low in all four countries, especially among nurses, midwives and auxiliary staff. The results suggest that adherence rates are particularly low for children older than 24 months and those in non-hospital settings. Also, recent IMCI re-training appears to lead to better adherence rates. In the light of these findings, special attention needs to be directed towards IMCI training of all health staff, with particular emphasis on nurses, midwives, and auxiliary staff, and which is consolidated with periodic re-training. Children of all age groups should be equally targeted for assessment. Our findings call for continuing and increased efforts to improve the standard of paediatric care within the framework of IMCI in LMICs.
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